Natural killer T cells: a potent cytokine-producing cell population.
Natural killer (NK) T cells constitute a subset of TCRalphabeta+ T lymphocytes characterized by natural killer surface receptor expression as well as by a restricted TCR repertoire. This population is capable both of secreting several cytokines, especially IL-4 and IFN-gamma, shortly after stimulation and of killing target cells via Fas/FasL interactions. The cytokines present in the microenvironment of NK T cells play a pivotal role in their potential immunoregulatory functions which are exerted through their ability to induce apoptosis and to modulate the development of Th1 or Th2 cells. Recent reports concerning the physiological roles of the NK T cell population will be discussed in this review.